INTRODUCTION
The Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) has been actively engaged in developing the cultivation of the date palm. It recognizes its social, economic and ecological importance in countries, with suitable agro-climatic conditions, where it is traditionally grown.
FAO's mandate is to eradicate food insecurity and malnutrition, improve agricultural productivity and sustainability, improve livelihoods and enable inclusive and effi cient agricultural food systems. The cultivation of the date palm contributes to achieve this mandate in countries where it is grown. The date palm not only provides a good source of high nutritive value food, but various parts of the plant can be used in other industries. For example, the dried bunches, fronds, leafl ets, fi ber and trunk can be utilized to make handicraft goods, building and packaging materials. The date palm and its by-products offer an extra source of income. For many farmers, the date palm is a source of food and can also be a cash crop.
The date palm industry is labour intensive and contributes to job creation and income generation, for both male and female farmers. It creates job opportunities in rural areas, and thus helps reduce sprawling migration to cities. Women play an important role particularly during the propagation (using traditional methods or in vitro techniques) and postproduction phases (including packaging and marketing).
In countries where the date palm is traditionally grown, it is known to create a microclimate suitable for crops to grow under its shade. It protects them from the high temperatures and overexposure to sunlight. Date palm cultivation programmes have raised awareness of its value and its contribution to environmental protection and desertifi cation control. The date palm was used in the Great Green Wall of Africa initiative, whose objective was to tackle the detrimental social, economic and environmental impacts of land degradation and desertifi cation in the Sahel and Sahara. FAO has responded to the requests of its member countries by providing technical support at a regional level in the promotion and introduction of date palm cultivation in small-scale farmer fi elds; the development of the date palm industry; the improvement, rehabilitation and modernization of commercial farms; and the development of packaging and processing plants (see Fig. 1 ). FAO has also provided technical advice to improve access to local, national and international markets.
FAO has promoted and facilitated communication, collaboration and exchange of experiences among countries interested in date palm production and/or consumption. FAO has organized technical meetings, conferences and networks where researchers and specialists discuss common problems and interests. In addition to the direct advice provided to policymakers, FAO has mobilized specialists of different disciplines related to the date palm industry to provide the required technical assistance.
National staff training is an important component of FAO supported activities. Study tours and fi eld trainings are organized to build the local capacity of technical staff and farmers (see Fig. 2 ). FAO projects facilitate the identifi cation of institutions or local projects to provide in-country training courses.
FAO, not being a fi nancial institution, has helped countries identify potential donors and promoted investments in benefi ciary countries. FAO 
INITIAL TECHNICAL MEETINGS

Tripoli, Libya 1959
The First International Technical Meeting on Date Production and Processing was held in Tripoli, Libya on 5 to 11 December, 1959. This meeting provided the basis for the development of future activities in the date palm sector, in particular for FAO activities. It formulated general recommendations on the production, protection and processing of dates.
The Meeting also highlighted the need for promoting closer international cooperation in date palm research and improving information and knowledge exchange between research stations and date workers. FAO was requested to assist date palm growing countries through technical visits by experts in the fi eld and through the knowledge exchange among staff from the research centres of different date palm growing areas.
Other recommendations from the meeting included performing further studies on the selection and breeding work for improving date palm cultivation, particularly in marginal areas. A lack of information was identifi ed on various aspects of date palm culture, including: the causes that lead to mortality; factors affecting the establishment of offshoots; water, nutritional and ecological requirements, particularly temperature and atmospheric humidity conditions.
There was concern on the extent of damage caused by certain pests and diseases to date groves in various countries. Governments were recommended to perform research on the control of Bayoud disease (the whitening of the fronds of diseased palms) and white scale insects, and to implement strong plant quarantine measures and biological controls.
FAO was requested to prepare and publish harvest indices; collect information on different storage methods and conditions; provide technical advice on the construction of storage facilities for loose and packed dates to conserve the nutritive and commercial value; and collate detailed information on the utilization of suitable fumigants for dates, methods of fumigation and transportation, and particularly on equipment for fi eld transportation and fumigation. It was recognized that there is lack of information on date palm physiology, growth process and life cycle, propagation, variety selection and irrigation in the date growing regions of Africa, Europe and Asia. There is also a lack of trained and experienced specialists in date production and processing.
The need to assist governments in the exchange of technical information and to enhance interventions on date palm protection was discussed. It was important to take into consideration the relevant diseases and insect pests affecting date production areas, the selection of resistant varieties with good commercial characteristics, traditional control methods, biological or integrated pest control and quarantine. Other important factors to considered included marketing aspects. The meeting recommended to the governments of date producing countries that an international marketing council should be established under the auspices of FAO.
Governments of date producing countries were recommended to promote research and training on production, handling and processing. This could be done by establishing and strengthening research stations and experimental farms. Governments were also advised to support regional cooperation through training, research and the establishment of a regional centre. FAO was requested to support the efforts of governments in these matters and to provide support for proposals to establish a regional centre for research and training in date production and processing in the Middle East. 
PROJECTS
NENADATES project
Following the recommendations of the above-mentioned conference, FAO held a series of meetings and delegated a mission to visit potential participating countries in the Near East and North Africa. The objective was to ascertain their views and ideas on formulating a regional project and seek participation of Governments (including material and fi nancial contributions for the project). 
Bayoud disease control project
A "Bayoud Disease Control" project was implemented in North Africa in two phases between 1988 and 1991. The project was funded by UNDP and implemented by FAO.
The project served as a regional example. Its aim was to limit the spread of Bayoud disease on date palms that have an signifi cant economic importance in Algeria, Morocco and Tunisia. Its immediate objectives included: developing an effective system to reduce the spread of Bayoud disease, performing research on a regional level of a selection of Bayoud-resistant date palm; and establishing a mechanism for regional propagation of new date palms.
Manuals on date palm diseases were produced and workshops on date palm in vitro propagation were organized. Date Palm Production Support Programme in Namibia. The project was designed to provide technical and scientifi c skills to dates production enterprises by implementing modern propagation and production techniques, and training personnel. The aim of the project was to achieve economic returns and a highly productive dates cultivation. It would generate jobs, income and extra earnings and create investment opportunities for those in the industry.
This project was the outcome of the successful implementation of the Technical Cooperation Programme (TCP) Preliminary Assistance to Date Palm Growing in Namibia.
Since its inception in 1995, the Namibian Government's Development Corporation has fi nanced the projects. FAO has been the executing agency for more than ten years. The project was implemented in two phases, from the establishment of date palm plantations with commercial varieties to the export of products to Europe, Africa and Asia. The strong decision and support of the Government and the enthusiasm of the national technical staff were key for its success. (See Fig. 3 .)
After Namibia had gained experience and expertise in date production, the project expanded to support 
FAO Technical Cooperation Programme (TCP) projects
In the past two decades, FAO provided technical assistance through the TCP in: Burkina Faso, Cameroon (see Fig. 5 ), Djibouti (two projects 1991 and 2007), Eritrea (see Fig. 6 and 7) , Ethiopia, Mexico, Namibia (two projects -one in production and the other in post-harvest and processing), Niger, Senegal, Syria and Yemen. In addition, there was a regional African project implemented in Botswana, Namibia, Republic of South Africa, Tanzania, Uganda and Zimbabwe. For the execution phase of these projects, a number of recognized specialists were mobilized from Burkina Faso, France, Iraq, Israel, Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, Mali, Morocco, Namibia, Sudan and Tunisia.
FAO's contribution through the TCP was targeted and specifi c to the particular needs in each of the countries, following the governments' requests.
The vegetative materials introduced into the countries were in vitro plants. The introduction of offshoots was not recommended in order to prevent the diffusion of pests and diseases.
The overall objectives were to:
• Provide technical assistance in date palm cultivation, marketing, protection, and traditional and/or in vitro propagation.
• Strengthen and develop the government's capacities in the agricultural sector within the framework of improved date palm cultivation (oasis agriculture).
• Enhance existing date palm and agro-pastoral systems to improve date palm production and full utilization to increase food security.
• Strengthen the capabilities, skills and knowledge of small farmers to increase date palm production at a household level and contribute to improve the nutritional status of families and provide an extra source of income for medicines, education, and the purchase of other essential commodities.
To achieve these objectives, the following outputs were produced:
• Introduction of selected/modern technologies for date cultivation, production and protection.
• Introduction of superior/high-quality international cultivars (plants produced in vitro) adapted to local agro-ecological conditions.
• Selection and propagation of superior indigenous varieties, clones or genotypes, where applicable. One of the common outputs in all TCP projects was the preparation of medium/long-term action plans and/or follow-up project documents. The aim was to continue the activities of the TCP project at a small-scale or to establish commercial plantations. After the termination of the TCP projects, the governments were responsible for implementing the follow-up activities with their own funds, funds from donors or funds from private investors.
TPC projects implemented in countries in the Sahel were to be taken into consideration. FAO joined efforts with ICRISAT, DMP and IPALAC to promote date palm production systems utilizing low pressure drip irrigation and supporting the African Market Gardens. A regional project document was later formulated by FAO to benefi t approximately 11 countries.
Four production systems were proposed: 1. The purpose of the Date Palm Sub-regional TCP Project "Date Production Support Programme in Southern and Eastern Africa" (Botswana, Namibia, Republic of South Africa, Tanzania, Uganda and Zimbabwe) was to coordinated regional activities. There was growing interest in date palms due to its value and export potential in the Southern Hemisphere since the major date production countries are located in the Northern Hemisphere. The region would be able to produce and supply dates to all major markets during the traditional off-season. Another advantage was that the region was free of major pests and diseases, usually present in traditional growing areas.
Each participating country's situation was studied, as well as its agroecology, to characterize suitable production environments outside traditional date palm cultivation areas. The results were presented at the end of the project during a workshop held in Namibia. The components of a follow-up project were also discussed and agreed upon.
Emergency projects
Date palm was included as one of the crops in FAO's emergency programme in the West Bank and Gaza Strip. The intervention was mostly in rehabilitating old plantations and establishing a variety collection.
Together with UNIDO, FAO implemented the "Rehabilitation of the date sector in Iraq" project. Direct technical assistance by international staff was not possible due to the prevailing situation in the country, but assistance was provided by highly trained national consultants. The project not only provided agricultural inputs, it also produced manuals in Arabic on different aspects of date production, processing and marketing.
DATE PALM GLOBAL NETWORK (DPGN)
During the implementation of various projects, the need to strengthen communication and the exchange of experiences among date producing countries was highlighted. The meeting was attended by Government Officials, representatives from research and development institutions, and date palm scientists. There were a total of 23 participants from: Chile, Egypt, India, Iran, Jordan, Morocco, Namibia, Philippines, Tunisia and United Arab Emirates. The following international organizations were also represented: IPGRI, ICBA, UNOPS/UNDP, AOAD and FAO.
The establishment of the DPGN was due to the following:
• The economic and social importance of date palm cultivation in many countries in North Africa, the Middle East, Southern Africa, Australia and the United States of America; • Lack of research and the exchange of information within and among date producing countries worldwide; and • The need for date exporting countries to follow a coordinated policy in international date markets and to exchange statistics on the world date production and trade.
The participants agreed on:
• The constitution, on a voluntary basis and under the auspices of FAO, of a Date Palm Global Network.
• To request the UAE University to host the General Coordination of the DPGN and to delegate this responsibility to the Chief Technical Adviser of the "Date Palm Research and Development Project" and the Director of the Date Palm Research and Development Unit at the UAE University.
• The general coordination will be hosted by the elected institution for a period of 4 years (renewable).
• The governing body of the DPGN will be formed by the national focal points.
• The DPGN would include national institutions, public or private sectors, government representatives and producers associations, as well as existing regional and inter-regional date palm networks. (See Fig. 8 .) • To be a member of the DPGN, the potential participant should agree to cooperate within its framework and contribute to its maintenance according to the agreed mechanisms.
NETWORK OBJECTIVES
General objective
To increase technical cooperation among all (new and traditional) date producing countries in aspects related to the development and improvement of the date palm industry.
Specifi c objectives
• Collection and dissemination of information on production, planting, marketing, research, post-harvest and processing technologies of dates and date palm by-products and residues. • Collection, conservation, evaluation and utilization of date palm germplasm.
• Promotion of the ecological and social benefi ts of Date Palms.
• Exchange experiences, expertise, and information, as well as organize training courses, workshops and expert meetings.
• Contribute to the establishment of national networks in each country to increase collaboration among national institutions and particularly propitiating increased communication between scientifi c institutions and growers.
• Promote the analysis of common problems, their study and research solutions, particularly through the elaboration of joint research/development projects.
Specific tasks were identified by the DPGN to be addressed, forming the basis for technical working groups. Four working groups were established with specific activities:
• Germplasm/propagation • Production • Pests and diseases management • Post-harvest technologies and marketing.
It was agreed that the DPGN would search fi nancial support from:
• national research and development programmes;
• national and international funds devoted to research and development; • funds generated by the DPGN; and • the private sector.
Immediate activities were identifi ed, such as the promotion of the DPGN in each country, international agreements to identify donors, and defi ning means of continuous communication among members.
It was also agreed that the DPGN would be guided by a Coordinating Board and chaired by the Coordinator General of the Network. Its members would include the coordinators of the technical working groups, regional coordinators and representatives of the different regional and inter-regional date palm networks.
The DPGN was designed to operate with the support of three regional coordinators from South Africa, Middle East/Asia and South America. Additional regional coordination may be added as countries join the Network, i.e. Sahel and North America. 
INTERNATIONAL DATE COUNCIL
The economic, social, environmental and nutritional importance of the date sector in many date producing countries, and its important role in improving the living standards of workers, is contributing to achieve sustainable agricultural development. It also improves food security in rural areas, while maintaining an ecological balance and conserving the soil, especially in dry areas.
Problems and constraints in the production and marketing of dates are similar within date producing countries. It is usually diffi cult for single countries to solve them by themselves. This requires coordination, cooperation and teamwork among producer countries and organizations to effectively solve these problems making use of capacities.
In reference to the experts meeting, 17 countries and 7 international and regional organizations convened following the invitation from the Government of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia in Riyadh city during 18 to 20 April 2011. The meeting emphasized the importance of enhancement and development of the international cooperation within the dates sector and by establishing an effective international institutional mechanism to intensify the efforts to overcome the challenges facing this sector for the common benefi t of all.
There was a strong desire to establish an international institutional body to promote and develop international cooperation between date producing countries, to achieve sustainable development of dates, to develop and improve transparency in world trade, and to satisfy consumer demands by providing high quality and safe dates at appropriate prices.
Objectives
1. To foster international cooperation between the country members to promote the dates sector. 2. To promote the production and quality of dates and to work towards improving the industry and national and international marketing. 3. To improve the living standards of workers in the dates sector in order to achieve sustainable agricultural and rural development, food security, ecological balance and the optimum use of natural resources, especially water. 4. To contribute to the development of the international trade of dates and to maintain transparency.
5. To create a database for the collection of dates, their distribution, dissemination and the exchange of basic information related its production, manufacturing, marketing and external trade prices. 6. To set international specifi cation standards for date varieties. To work towards its adaption to the national laws of the member countries and its continuous updating and implementation and monitoring, as well as the standardization of terminologies and names. 7. To issue international indicators for date prices. 8. To develop basic rules for international cooperation in the date sector for the maintenance of intellectual property rights for the production and industry of dates, consumer protection, integrity of international trade, and to prevent fraud and deception nationally and internationally in the trade of dates. 9. To promote and develop joint international team work to develop human and institutional capacity for the member countries, and to fi nd solutions through scientifi c and applied research, cadre training, dissemination of information and knowledge, promotion of appropriate technology transfer for dates, application of good production, manufacturing and marketing practices and the exchange of experiences and information. 10. To establish an international forum to deal with issues related to the development of dates production, protection and trade in the international and regional forums, and to facilitate the exchange of experiences and information and promote on-going communication between members through regular meetings, and to consolidate the role of the Council as a distinguished international centre for documentation, media and review for all matters related to palms and dates. 
CONCLUSION
Achieving food security for all is at the heart of FAO's efforts -to make sure people have regular access to enough high-quality food to lead active and healthy lives. FAO has recognized the social, economic and ecological importance of the date palm in countries where it is grown, and it has been actively engaged in developing the cultivation of date palm. The date palm industry is contributing to achieve food security in many countries.
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